
War, Civil Liberties, and Security 
 

In this activity, you will look at images from 1919 to explore the nature of the "Red Scare" of the World War I era, and think about it the context 

of current attitudes toward civil liberties since the September 11th attacks. 

Objectives 
1. To explore the tension between civil liberties and security during the "Red Scare" of 1919-1920 

2. To use that past experience as the basis for a deeper understanding of present debates over the "war on terrorism" 

Instructions 
1. Step 1: Individually fill out the War, Civil Liberties, and Security Opinion Poll. We will briefly discuss: 

• Which questions were hardest to answer and why? 

• How do your answers compare with the survey results? 

• To what extent should Americans be willing to give up their civil liberties during times of national emergency 

or war? 

2. Step 2: Select one of the images from the year 1919 and fill out the Image Analysis Worksheet.  

3. Step 3: Read the Timeline of Key Events of the World War I Era Red Scare. 

4. Step 4: Pretend you are one of the following characters: 

 A character who is pictured or mentioned in their image 

 The person who created the image 

 A person reading or viewing the image in 1919 

You should use the information in the image and the timeline to write a brief story, diary entry, or letter to the editor from your 

character's perspective. Make up a name for your character and a date that falls sometime between 1919 and 1920. 

5. Step 5: In groups, swap your images and writing with each other and discuss similarities and differences between the 

images and the perspectives they represent. 

6. Step 6: Relate the Red Scare of 1919-1920 to the Constitution by reading the first and fourth amendments to the 

Constitution. Let’s rephrase the amendments into everyday language to gauge our understanding.  

 Which key words seem most open to interpretation? 

 Let’s highlight Attorney General Palmer's actions in December 1919 and January 1920 (described on the 

timeline).  

i. Did he violate the Constitution? As a group, decide yes or no, then compile three pieces of evidence 

(from the images, the timeline, and/or the Constitution) to support your position. 

ii. Think back to your initial discussion about the problems of balancing liberty and security in the 

current "war on terrorism."  

1. What is similar about the situation in the United States in 1919-1920 and in the years since 

September 11, 2001? What is different?  

2. How well have citizens and government officials learned from the past? 

  



War, Civil Liberties, and Security Opinion Poll 
 

Ten years after the attacks of September 11, 2001, an organization of journalists and academics conducted a public opinion survey about civil 

liberties and security. The poll asked Americans if they favored or opposed a variety of policies designed to respond to the threat of terrorism 

against the United States. A selection of survey questions is provided, along with the poll responses collected during the summer of 2011. 

Questions  

Should the U.S. government be allowed to take the following actions without a search warrant issued by a judge?  

 

1. Monitor searches on the Internet, including those by U.S. citizens, to watch for suspicious activities  

 YES   NO  

2. Install surveillance cameras in public places to watch for suspicious activity  

 YES   NO  

3. Monitor public library records, including those of U .S. citizens, to watch for suspicious activity  

 YES   NO  

4. Use racial and ethnic profiling to decide who should get tougher security screening at airports  

 YES   NO  

5. Require all people in the United States, including citizens, to carry a national ID card and produce it to authorities upon 

demand  

 YES   NO  

6. Arrest and detain suspected terrorists who are U.S. citizens for extended periods without being formally charged in a court of 

law  

 YES   NO  

  

Responses  

1. Monitor searches on the Internet, including those by U.S. citizens, to watch for suspicious activities  

 48% Favor   37% Oppose   14% Don’t Know  

2. Install surveillance cameras in public places to watch for suspicious activity  

 71% Favor   20% Oppose   9% Don’t Know  

3. Monitor public library records, including those of U .S. citizens, to watch for suspicious activity  

 40% Favor   41% Oppose   19% Don’t Know  

4. Use racial and ethnic profiling to decide who should get tougher security screening at airports  

 35% Favor   53% Oppose   11% Don’t Know  

5. Require all people in the United States, including citizens, to carry a national ID card and produce it to authorities upon 

demand  

 47% Favor   42% Oppose   10% Don’t Know  

6. Arrest and detain suspected terrorists who are U.S. citizens for extended periods without being formally charged in a court of 

law  

 34% Favor   51% Oppose   14% Don’t Know 

  



"Come Unto Me, Ye Opprest!" 
 

During the World War I era, the U.S. experienced a “Red Scare,” or national hysteria about the dangers of communists and radicals. The Red 

Scare was influenced by wartime patriotism, immigration from eastern Europe, and the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, and fueled by newspaper 

editorials and cartoons. This cartoon by James P. Alley features a “European Anarchist” sneaking up on the Statue of Liberty. At that time, 

anarchist was the term for people who wanted to overthrow the government. 

 

 
 

SOURCE | James P. Alley, “Come Unto Me, Ye Opprest!,” originally published in the Memphis Commercial Appeal; reprinted in the Literary Digest, July 5, 1919, at 

Red Scare (1918-1921), http://newman.baruch.cuny.edu/digital/redscare/HTMLCODE/CHRON/RS017.HTM 

CREATOR | James P. Alley 

ITEM TYPE | Cartoon 

  



"Bombing at the Home of Attorney General Palmer" 
 

During the spring of 1919, a group of anarchists (known as Galleanists because they were followers of Italian anarchist Luigi Galleani) sent a 

series of mail bombs to U.S. government officials and judges. On June 2, 1919, one of these bombs exploded at the home of Attorney General A. 

Mitchell Palmer, and he and his family barely escaped death. Later that year, Palmer launched a series of police actions that became known as 

the Palmer Raids. Federal agents supported by local police rounded up large groups of suspected radicals, often based on membership in a 

political group rather than any action taken. Thousands were arrested and hundreds deported. 

 
 
These attacks will only increase the activities of our crime-detecting forces," declares Attorney-General Palmer, whose 
Washington home, shown above, was damaged by a bomb-explosion on June 2. 

 

SOURCE | “Bombing at the Home of Attorney General Palmer, Literary Digest, June 14, 

1919http://newman.baruch.cuny.edu/digital/redscare/HTMLCODE/CHRON/RS003.HTM 

CREATOR | Literary Digest 

ITEM TYPE | Photograph 

  



"Boosting Him Up" 
 

During the World War I era, the U.S. experienced a “Red Scare,” or national hysteria about the dangers of communists and radicals. The Red 

Scare was influenced by wartime patriotism, immigration from eastern Europe, and the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, and fueled by newspaper 

editorials and cartoons. This cartoon by Fred Morgan links labor strikes with anarchists who want to overthrow the government. 

 

 
 

SOURCE | Fred Morgan, “Boosting Him Up,” originally published in the Philadelphia Inquirer, reprinted in Literary Digest June 14, 1919 at Red Scare (1918-

1921), http://newman.baruch.cuny.edu/digital/redscare/HTMLCODE/CHRON/RS063.HTM 

CREATOR | Fred Morgan 

ITEM TYPE | Cartoon 

  



A Steelworkers' Ballot Calls "Strike!" in Many Tongues 
 

In the years after World War I, American workers sought to consolidate and expand the gains they had achieved during the war years. In 

September 1919, some 350,000 steelworkers went on strike, seeking higher wages, shorter hours and better working conditions. Steel companies, 

often with assistance of local governments, responded with violent tactics, eventually employing African Americans and Mexican Americans as 

strikebreakers. The strike eventually went down to defeat, with steel companies playing both on the racism of the workers and the public's 

aversion to the fact that many of the strikers were immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe. This ballot, printed in English, Croatian, 

Hungarian, Italian, Slovak, and Polish and distributed by the National Committee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers, reflects the broad 

range of nationalities comprising the industry's workforce. 

 
 

SOURCE | William Z. Foster, The Great Steel Strike and Its Lessons (1920) American Social History Project. 

CREATOR | National Committee for Organizing Iron and Steel Workers 

ITEM TYPE | Pamphlet/Petition 

  

http://herb.ashp.cuny.edu/archive/files/ballot_13d2c1494a.png


Timeline of Key Events of the World War I Era Red Scare, 
1914-1920 

 

This timeline shows the major events of U.S. involvement in World War I and the anti-radical hysteria, known as the “Red Scare,” that also 

occurred at this time. 

1914  

• June-August: Great Britain, France, and Russia (the Allied powers) go to war against Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy 

(the Central powers); U.S. President Woodrow Wilson proclaims American neutrality.  

   

1915  

• May: A German U-Boat (submarine) torpedoes and sinks the British passenger ship Lusitania, killing 1,198 men, women, and 

children, including 128 U.S. citizens 

 

1917  

• March: The Russian Revolution overthrows the rule of Czar Nicholas II and replaces it with a liberal-democratic government 

led by Alexander Karensky 

 

• April 2: President Woodrow Wilson asks Congress to approve American entry into the war against Germany  

• May: President Wilson signs the Selective Service Act, requiring registration of all males between the ages of twenty and 

thirty (later changed to eighteen and forty-five)  

 

• June: the Espionage Act bans the sending of treasonous material through the mail; the Post Office uses the Act to shut down 

socialist publications and others that were critical of U.S. involvement in the war  

 

• November: a second Russian revolution replaces Karensky with a communist government led by Vladimir Lenin and his 

Bolshevik party, who vow to lead a worldwide anti-capitalist revolution. Lenin pulls Russia out of the war.  

 

1918  

• May: Congress passes the Sedition Act, which makes it a crime to use “disloyal, profane, scurrilous, or abusive” language 

against the government, the Constitution, the flag, and the military uniform. That summer, Socialist Party leader Eugene Debs is 

sentenced to ten years in prison for delivering a speech against the war and in favor of free speech (He was pardoned and 

released in 1921.)  

 

• November 11: Germany surrenders, ending World War I  

 

1919  

• February 6: 60,000 workers walk off the job in a four-day “General Strike” in Seattle. There is little or no violence, but Mayor 

Ole Hanson calls in federal troops to patrol and maintain order.  

 

• Spring: In Schenck v. U.S., the U.S. Supreme Court upholds the Espionage Act, ruling unanimously that the First Amendment 

can be restricted in time of war if speech creates a “clear and present danger.” “Free speech,” writes Justice Oliver Wendell 

Holmes, “would not protect a man falsely shouting fire in a theater and causing panic.”  



• April 28-29: The mayor of Seattle receives a bomb in the mail; he is not hurt. The next day, a mail bomb blows the hands off 

the maid of a Georgia senator.  

 

• June 2: Bombs go off in eight cities, killing two people. One bomb destroys part of Attorney General A. Mitchell Palmer’s 

home in Washington, D.C. Soon after, Palmer strengthens the Justice Department’s “Bureau of Investigation” (forerunner to the 

F.B.I.) by creating a new “anti-radical” unit called the General Intelligence Division. The new division is headed by a young 

man named J. Edgar Hoover.  

 

• September: Boston policemen go on strike, leading to rioting and looting. Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge calls out 

National Guard to restore order and fires the entire police force. Meanwhile, more than 300,000 steel workers go on a 

nationwide strike. Coal miners also threaten to strike; mine owners claim the strike is being ordered and financed by Soviet 

Russia.  

 

• October: The U.S. Senate discovers that most of the 54 alien radicals arrested during the Seattle general strike have not been 

deported. The Senate demands that Attorney General Palmer explain why not.  

 

• December: Attorney General Palmer and the U.S. Justice Department deport 249 illegal aliens to the Soviet Union aboard the 

Army transport ship Buford, nicknamed the “Soviet Ark.”  

 

1920  

• January 2: Directed by Attorney General Palmer and using information gathered by J. Edgar Hoover, federal agents break into 

the homes and meeting places of thousands of suspected revolutionaries in thirty-three cities. The agents, expecting to find 

evidence that radicals were arming for revolution, uncover a few pistols and no explosives. Still, they arrest 4,000 people, 

mostly non-citizens.  

 

• January: The steel strike collapses. 

 

• May: Palmer’s prediction of a May Day radical uprising fails to come true; public approval for his methods declines.  

 

• September: A bomb explodes on Wall Street, killing thirty and injuring over 300; most see it as the work of a lone fanatic 

rather than a large conspiracy. 

 

SOURCE | American Social History Project 

CREATOR | American Social History Project 

ITEM TYPE | Timeline 

  



War, Civil Liberties, and Security Image Analysis 
Worksheet 

 

This worksheet helps students to decode the images used in the War, Civil Liberties, and Security activity. 

1) What type of document is this (photograph, political cartoon, poster, painting, etc.)?  

 

2) Look hard at the image for 2 minutes. Form an overall impression of it and then focus on individual items and elements. 

Using the prompts below, list some of the elements that caught your eye:  

 

words (labels, captions, etc.):  

  

people/characters:  

  

objects:  

  

colors:  

  

action/activities:  

  

3) Are any of those elements used as symbols (to represent an idea, person, or thing)? Which ones? What do they symbolize?  

  

  

  

  

4) Who created this document, and why? If you do not know, who might have created it?  

  

  

  

5) Did the creator try to convey a message? If so, what is that message? Did the creator use symbolism to convey it? Other 

techniques or elements? If not, is there an unintended message—something you can see in it or learn from it that the creator did 

not necessarily intend?  

  

  

  

6) Can you think of any people or groups who would have had a negative reaction to this document? Why?  

  

  

  

7) What questions does this document raise in your mind? 

  

  



1st and 4th Amendments 
 

 

Amendment I 

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom 

of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances. 

 

 

Amendment IV 

The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not 

be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the 

place to be searched, and the persons or things to be seized. 

 

  

  

 


